Characterization of T cell clones from an athymic mouse.
Although Thy-1+ lymphocytes have been observed in lymphoid tissues of athymic mice, attempts to analyze these cells on the clonal level have previously yielded only populations of CD4-CD8+ cytolytic T cells. Furthermore, studies of responses of these cells to various mitogenic stimuli have demonstrated significant defects in the ability of these cells to proliferate in culture. We report here on the cloning and maintenance in long term culture of T cells from an athymic mouse stimulated in vitro with allogeneic spleen cells. Of 10 Thy-1+ clones, 7 CD4+CD8- and 3 CD4-CD8+ Ag-specific cells were obtained. Among the CD4+ T cells, we observed a variety of specificities, including an autoreactive I-Aq specific clone, a minor lymphocyte stimulating determinant (Mls)-reactive clone, and five allo-I-Ad-specific CD4+ clones; a class II-specific CD4-CD8+ clone was also obtained. In addition, we observed two Thy-1-CD3+ clones (one of which is also CD4+ and expresses V beta 8) which are constitutively responsive to the lymphokines IL-2 and IL-4. Of 11 clones tested, 7 produce IL-2 and/or IL-4 lymphokines after stimulation through the TCR, whereas 4 do not, requiring exogenous lymphokines for optimal responses to Ag. Of 10 clones tested for IL-2R expression, 3 had notably low levels, correlating with low proliferative responses to IL-2. The results reveal the spectrum of T cells available to a mouse which is congenitally athymic and describe the heterogeneity of immune defects expressed in such cells at the clonal level.